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Dead mall: a shopping mall with a high 
vacancy rate or a low consumer traffi c 
level, or that is dated or deteriorating in 
some manner.
This thesis explores two issues with one solution. 
The fi rst issue revolves around a large number 
of dying malls across America. While some 
still survive, others have become a deserted 
wasteland. It is reported that close to 2,000 
stores will be closing in 2020. According to 
Business Insider, over 9,300 stores were closed 
in 2019, breaking the record of 2018, which was 
an estimated 8,000 stores. 
The second issue involves large cities pushing 
the limits for population density. In cities 
such as Atlanta, Dallas, and Phoenix the rise in 
population cannot keep up with the current 
housing options provided in the city. According 
to the U.S. Census data, in a nine year period, 
Atlanta has garnered more than 730,000 new 
residents, thus making Atlanta “the fourth 
fastest-growing metro area in the nation.” With 
large malls located within a city or on the border 
of the city, the deserted mall can fi nd a way to 
solve both these issues with one solution. 
For this thesis, I have started my research through 
the exploration of different case studies, this has 
helped me understand and conduct both inductive 
and deductive research throughout this thesis. 
Using the ‘fourth fastest-growing metro area’ and 
the city I reside in (Atlanta, Ga) I have continued 
research and design on a mall located just seven 
miles from Downtown Atlanta.
By achieving the goal of this project, a mall unfi t for 
its original use, then successfully retrofi tting into 
a growing landmark for the community around it
will provide solutions to both the rise in “deserted 
wastelands” and an increase in population density 




























The word complex carries two meanings, 
the fi rst meaning refers to how large of a 
structure these malls encompass. The second 
meaning refers to the various ways a mall can 
be retrofi tted. 
Primary Issue
There was a surplus of malls built during the 
1900’s and now with the changing climate of 
online shopping and a decrease in foot traffi c 
throughout the nations malls, these large 
structures are losing their value and use with 
some being left to sit and decay.
Secondary Issue
In the past ten years, metro Atlanta has 
witnessed  a steady rise in population which 
is now coming close to capping 5 million 
residents. This rise is projected to continue 
with a projected 6.6 millions residents by 2030. 
INTRODUCTION
and learn how to sell to each generation. “The 
reasons for the end of the era go beyond 
just millennial taste. The internet, wealth 
inequality, and re-urbanization all helped kill 
the American mall.” (Architectural Digest).
Some of these malls have been bought out 
by larger corporations such as Amazon and 
others have been demolished to be turned into 
other zones such as residential, commercial or 
mixed-use. “Areas with high unemployment, 
declining  populations, and low wages 
have some of the worst-off retail properties, 
creating a cycle where a lack of products and 
services contributes to the overall economic 
decline.” (Architectural Digest). “The die-off 
has created challenges for the municipalities 
and developers tasked with re-purposing 
millions of square feet of vacant retail space 
and parking lots.” However some successful 
projects can be noted in which “they have 
taken multiple forms: community colleges, 
public preschools, churches and libraries” 
(Washington Post). Through some prior 
research I have found that some unused malls 
have been used for a large variety of uses; from
fi lming, televised drone racing, to commercial 
use and residential use. “Some old malls 
have turned into micro-apartments or 
microbreweries, and at least one abandoned 
shopping mall is now an Amazon fulfi llment 
center, offering a glimpse into consumers’ 
shifting habits and priorities.” (Washington 
Post II). This comes to show the vast usage 
these large structures can vary upon. “As the 
now-hallowed icons to 1980s youth culture fade 
from view, they leave behind decaying real 
estate that must be re-purposed, re-imagined 
or, sometimes, simply put down.” (Architectural 
digest).
Following this data, I would like to leave off 
with a closing quote from the Washington 
Post. “It wasn’t long before Barneys New York 
swooped in as a replacement. But it fi led for 
bankruptcy in August. It sold off assets and it 
is liquidating its Manhattan fl agship, and now 
its future at the mall is uncertain. “Nobody is 
immune,” said Mark Cohen, director of retail 
studies at Columbia Business School. “The 
shopping mall as we know it is past its prime.”” 
(Washington Post).
20%-25% will close by 2022 
Population Increase since 
2010
Atlanta, Ga
Average # of Square feet Population Density per Sq. Ft.
Research on Abandoned Malls
As the issue continues to rise, numerous news 
outlets have created articles and provided 
their input and data related to this issue. The 
following data has been collected by these 
outlets. 
With an exponated store closure throughout 
recent years, the pandemic effecting 2020 has 
caught wildfi re to these closures. Just halfway 
into the year, Business Insider reported in 
August that close to 12,000 major chain stores 
have the possibility of closing in 2020. This 
same data reports “confi rmed at least 8,300 
stores slated for closure in 2020.” Over 9,300 
stores were closed in 2019, breaking the record 
of 2018, which was an estimated 8,000 stores. 
(Business Insider)
One main reason all of these closures began; 
in the late 1900’s when malls were being built 
at an unusual rate. “Developers built 750 U.S. 
malls from 1970 to 2000, according to the 
International Council of Shopping Centers.” 
(Washington Post). One key aspect of every 
successful authentic company is that they 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































Research on Atlanta’s Population
As the issue continues to rise, numerous news 
outlets have created articles and provided 
their input and data related to this issue. The 
following data has been collected by these 
outlets.
Population within metro Atlanta is not the area 
of concern for this thesis. Atlanta’s population 
has been designed to sprawl, with 29 counties 
within the metro Atlanta area (according to 
AJC news) this is not the problem being stated. 
The problem however (and the urban sprawl is 
a catalyst of this problem) is the population of 
residents and commuters that inhabit within 
the heart of Atlanta. 
Of Georgia’s 10 million individuals residing in 
this State, about 3/5 of this population resides 
in a smaller area known as Metro Atlanta. 
These counties provide a majority of power 
and information for the state in areas such as 
the current COVID-19 pandemic, politics, and 
state economics. How can we provide more 
opportunities for such an area that acquires a 
majority of Georgia’s population? 
Although some of the time periods show 
slower signs of a population increase, it can 
be seen in the graph on the next page that 
Atlanta has seen a rise in population since the 
1990’s. This rise is projected to continue as the 
city currently reaches about 6 million people 
and is projected close to 7 million by 2030. 
Many reasons for this population increase 
include Atlanta’s diverse culture, large ‘blue 
chip’ corporations setting their headquarters in 
the heart of Atlanta, and the Hartsfi eld Jackson 
Airport, one of the busiest airports across the 
globe bringing many people here to stay or 
visit temporarily. This interest in Atlanta can be 
seen through its history, from becoming a hub 
for transportation, its reconstruction phase 
after the civil war, and the growth and success 
Atlanta companies have garnered through the 
years. 
Similar to its reconstruction phase after the civil 
war, some sites and buildings can follow this 
strategy as Atlanta’s population will eventually 
catch up to its urban sprawl. Reconstructing 
(retrofi tting) large structures such as 
abandoned malls for large cities can fi nd a new 
purpose and provide a mixed-use opportunity 
for the city and its local community. Like many 
large cities, the traffi c for commuters of Atlanta 
has become unbearable. With inclusion of 
more housing closer to the city, commuters 
can have the option to use other transportation 

















































Population Growth in Metro Atlanta
RESEARCH
With an ever increasing population, Atlanta 
is in need of  fi nding more sustainable and 
newer ways of increasing housing within the 
metro area. Journalist Everett Catts states, 
“Metro Atlanta, which has a population of 
just over 6 million, according to the bureau’s 
2019 estimate, is the nations fourth-fastest 
growing city”.
How can retrofi tting 
an abandoned mall in 
metro Atlanta solve these 
problems?
Hartsfi eld Jackson Blue Chip Corporations Diverse Culture
Effects from Population Density:
Traffi c Housing Urban Layout


















































Number of malls within city limits
ABANDONED MALLS IN CITIES
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33.7490° N, 84.3880° W
Area: 136 sq. mile
Population: 523,738
Elevation: 738-1,050 ft




Language: English, Spanish, Indo-European, Asian
Time Zone:  EST (UTC-5)
Postal Code: 30060 - 30363
I chose the North DeKalb Mall due to its close 
proximity to downtown Atlanta. With the 
intent of retrofi tting the mall into a mixed-use 
development, this site also supports a wide range 
of locals from ethnicity to age. This mall matched 
the prerequisites needed to provide a solution to 
the issues mentioned in this thesis.
Prerequisites needed: Close proximity to Atlanta
        Mall exhausted of its use
In relation to the site, locals can enjoy close 
amenities such as Stone Mountain, Fernbank 
Museum, Emory Decatur Hospital, and all that 














North Dekalb Mall opens with a 
Rich’s and two other anchor stores
It is believed that the mall would 
have been demolished due to two 
other malls opening nearby,     
however Rich’s continued to be 
successful
Mall is renamed to “Market Square 
at North Dekalb” and faces           
extensive renovations
Clint Eastwood’s movie ‘The Mule’ 
is filmed in parking lot
Lennar Commercial Investors and 
Sterling Organization purchase 
property (still own today)
1965 1980 1986 2018
As of October 2020, North Dekalb 
Mall closes its doors. This is a mix of 
continuous poor sales and the 
COVID pandemic
20202014
Macy’s, which took over Rich’s 
anchor, closes. Emory students use 
vast parking lot for ride sharing
2016
Mall is purchased by Hendon  
Properties for 25 million dollars
2003
HISTORY OF NORTH DEKALB MALL
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Interstate 285

































































Zoning: C-1 (Neighborhood Business District)




Cars per Day: 104,000
102,5000: People live within a three mile radius with average 
household incomes exceeding $70,000
Located inside Atlanta’ s beltline (I-285) approximately 10 






























This site makes up for a large plot of land, there 
are currently fi ve entries and exits with one 
coming off the main highway. With multiple 
commuters (including residents, students, and 
employees) vehicular circulation plays a major 


























Commute Time for DeKalb County
Figure 2.2
Figure 2.1
Job types within DeKalb County
DEMOGRAPHICS DEMOGRAPHICS
The graphs shown on this page, ‘Commute 
time for DeKalb County’ and ‘Job types within 
DeKalb County’, demonstrate what design 
decisions should be made with placing 
program. With the average commute time of 
30-34 time, providing additional housing with 
a close proximity to Downtown Atlanta will 



























- Keep Retail in Area
- Marta and Emory 
Shuttle Buses
- Post Office Keeps 
Heavy Foot Traffic
- Busy Intersection - Online Retail
- Covid (Pandemic)
- Cheap Places to Eat 
Outside of Mall
- Site Depreciating
- Movie Theater Kept 
Foot Traffic Consistent
- Many Homes in Area
- Site “Reminiscing”
SWOT ANALYSIS
The following analysis shows the strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats provided 
by the site the mall is located on. These responses 
are comments provided by the public and myself. 
03































Mixed “Free Form” Layout
Forced Path Layout
The layout of the mall dictates how the shopper 
travels around the building as well as provides 
maximum space for retail or other program. 
Here are some of the most common mall layouts, 
I believe North DeKalb mall most closely 
resembles the mixed layout, as the west end 







Typical mall structures can be seen with large 
corridors providing the main circulation for the 
building. This is because most shoppers dislike 
the feeling of narrow aisles. Many stores also call 
for a specifi c square footage whether big or small. 
It is also found that upon entry, many shoppers 
start on the right and begin walking clockwise. 
For this reason most mall construction includes 
concrete and steel placed on a grid. 



























Original Concept New ConceptThe original design of a mall included space for 
a food court and the rest for department stores. 
A big portion of the square footage was handed 
to large companies as they became the ‘anchor’ 
for the mall. 
Today, malls include several different 
components in order to stay in business. Some of 
these components include, education, housing, 
recreation, theaters, and gyms.   
MALL CLOSURE
With the rise of ‘E-commerce’, large retailers 
going bankrupt, and now a global pandemic. 
The shopping mall is now seeing a steady decline 
in foot traffi c and sales. 
A trend has been discovered with the closure of 
these malls. Where many anchor stores (such as 
a Sears or Macy’s) go out of business, following 
this several other small retailers go bankrupt or 
voluntarily close their store. This process may 
take some time but as this continues the foot 
traffi c within a mall diminishes leading to further 
closures and fi nally the whole mall having to 
close down. 





Pros: Structural Steel can be recyclable, 
thus benefi ting the retrofi t design and 
reducing construction waste. 
Higher life expectancy compared to 
other construction materials.
Steel structures have a high strength to 
weight ratio, making it durable
Maintenance cost can be costly in order 
to prevent corrosion.
Less resistant to fi re than concrete and 
heavy timber. 
Depending on variable size, steel beams 
can be diffi cult to maneuver.
CONCRETE 
According to ‘bonestructure.ca’
Pros: When reinforced, concrete is one of 
the strongest materials to construct 
out of. 
Noise control is abundant from the 
thickness of the walls.
If constructed correctly, concrete 
becomes one of the most durable 
materials. 
Concrete becomes a big contributor 
to pollution as it emits carbon dioxide.
If not well kept, concrete can quickly 
become dirty and deteriorate.
HEAVY TIMBER (RENEWABLE)
According to ‘Designing Buildings Wiki’
Pros: If prefabricated, timber frames can be 
erected faster on site.
Prefabricated timber frames can provide 
higher quality as it is in a controlled 
environment. 
“Timber frame structures can typically 
achieve better thermal performance 
than masonry structures”
Cannot achieve same level of sound 
insulation compared to concrete or 
masonry.
“If they are not well-maintained, external 
timber elements can rot over time, but in 
general, the frame itself is well-protected,
The cost of pre-designed timber frames 
can  cost more than other construction 
materials. 
Cons:Cons:Cons:


























PRECEDENCE WHEN RE-USING ABANDONED BUILDINGS
STUDY ON ADAPTIVE REUSE
SUBTRACTIONS
1. Most exteriors are removed as they 
provide ineffi cient qualities to the 
interior.
2. Sometimes, the ground is excavated 
to provide sunken gardens  or lightwells 
into low areas. 
3. When retrofi tting large structures 
such as malls, parking is subtracted.
ADDITIONS
1. Additional fl oors can be added if required 
for program or additional square footage.
2. Longer span truss’s can be added when 
integrating plazas or large open areas. 
3. Parking garages or underground parking 
can be added if needed. 
Figure: 3.8
SIX FEATURES TO PROMOTE RETROFIT
1. A “synergistic” Public-Private partnership
2. Transforming parking lots into a “connected network of pedestrian friendly, tree-lined streets blocks and open spaces.”
3. Planning for specifi c zones to be enacted onto the site 
4. Reusing as much of the old structure as possible saves money and time and minimizes waste
5. Connection from the site to the city and its surrounding context, including bike routes and pedestrian friendly neighborhoods
6. The involvement and integration of green design, in part with investing in LEED-certifi ed buildings
*CREATED FROM HIGHLAND REDEVELOPMENT PLAN
Public-Private Partnership
Reusing Existing Material Connection from Site to City
Planning ZonesConnected Network-Street Blocks






























800,000 sq ft. transformed 
into a Medical Center.  
Location: Nashville, Tennessee 
Floor Area: 1,600,000 sq. ft.  
Opened: August, 1967
Closed: Clinic opened in 2007
TAKEAWAY
With a majority of this mall 
transforming into a medical center, 
100 Oaks Mall managed to create both 
medical entrances and store front 
entrances, thus changing the interior 
































Has transitioned to a 
community college and 
student housing
Location: Austin, Texas        




Following ‘Seven features to promote 
retrofi t’ Highland Mall began to 
transform its parking space into a 
“connected network of pedestrian 
friendly - blocks and open spaces”. 
They also made it a goal to reuse as 
much of the old structure as possible. 
After being the fi rst enclosed shopping mall for Central Texas, Highland mall now offers 
a college campus, offi ce space, retail space, residential/affordable housing, and new 































Partly demolished and transformed 
into a open air ‘lifestyle center’. 
Location:  Centennial, Colorado 




Following community feedback, 
Southglenn Mall transformed into 
a pedestrian friendly shopping 
and residential hub. Much of the 
residential units are placed in mixed-
use to allow for more engagement on 
the ground fl oor.



































Transformed into a mixed-
use historic building. 
Location: Providence, Rhode Island




Being one of the oldest structures 
and oldest mall to begin a retrofi t 
process, Westminster Arcade used 
the small existing structure as micro-




































A new mall was installed with an ice 
rink, satellite campus, and library
Location: Antioch, Tennessee




Using program space needed for the 
community, Hickory Hollow Mall used 
their massive parking lot to introduce 
a hockey rink, college campus and a 
library. This same ideal can be used 
with the large lot at North DeKalb Mall. Ford Ice Center 
Nashville Library
Nashville State 
Community CollegeFord Ice Center 

































Creating a community oriented 
building will offer a long lasting 
building as many of these large 
structures have been oriented for 
short use. Examples of community 
program includes a community 
center, food bank, and day care. 
Creating a program with retail 
will provide an incentive for the 
city and provide cash fl ow for 
the retrofi t building. Examples of 
retail program include grocery, 
convenience store, and 
01Community
FEATURES STUDY
Each feature for the abandoned malls will be a 
culminated response to the issues presented 
in the site.  Each feature will impact the fi nal 
design, with the intent to have a response with 
the community around it.
While researching and fi nding precedents, 
multiple reasons for the malls failure presented 
itself and must be considered through the 
program and fi nal design.  
Each of these features tackle the main issues 
of each site as every abandoned mall failed for 
different reasons and have the opportunity to 
retrofi t into different programs. 
Creating a program devoted 
to shelter will drive down 
homelessness within the area 
and give opportunity to provide 
affordable housing. 
Creating a sustainable program 
will benefi t the retrofi t building, as 
new technology and strategies 
will mix with the old. Examples of 
new sustainable program include 
a green roof, solar energy, and 




























After going through the desired program, 
understanding materials, and collecting site 
analysis (urban connection) the following 
iterations are the outcomes from everything 
input.  














MATERIAL (SUSTAINABLE) URBAN CONNECTION
Retail02Community01Residence
STRUCTURE
The malls concourse has been transformed into 
outdoor walkways, this divides the large structure 
into smaller buildings and allows more fl exibility 
for program type. While keeping most of the steel 
structure, the remaining upper story levels will 
incorporate heavy timber as a new structural model. 
VIEWS
With views to Atlanta, Buckhead, and Stone 
Mountain, the design will incorporate features to 
give the user maximum access to these views. 
GREEN DESIGN
Along with reusing existing structure, green 
design will be enacted throughout the site. With 
initiatives such as an educational rooftop terrace, 
walking paths to the nearby preserve, and fi nally 













































































Ground Floor Second Floor Third or higher Floors
PROGRAM PLACEMENT
CONCEPT 1 
The fi rst concept carved into the existing mall 
and uses sustainable materials such as cross-
laminated timber to build upon the existing 
structure. The additional mass is then carved 
out to give the user a view of certain locations 
such as the Atlanta skyline, the Buckhead 
skyline, or stone mountain. 
PROGRAM ZONING
CONCEPT 2 
While the fi rst concept focused on what 
additions can be made to the mall, the second 
iteration focuses on what is existing and how 
to design by extruding or around it.  
CONCEPT 3 
With a mix between the fi rst and second 
concept, the third concept uses the existing 
mall context and adds what is needed for the 









Massing Added for Program
New Program Enacted
Program Interaction
Walkway created on Existing Roof
New/Old Structure Linked Together
New Building Mass
Rooftop Terrace Addition



































The fi rst iteration carves into the existing 
mall and uses sustainable materials such 
as cross-laminated timber to build upon 
the existing structure. The additional 
mass is then carved out to give the user 
a view of certain locations such as the 
Atlanta skyline, the Buckhead skyline, or 
stone mountain. 
STRUCTURE
The malls concourse has been 
transformed into outdoor walkways, this 
divides the large structure into smaller 




























With each additional structure being 
carved out, terraces are created for 
residential, offi ce, or public use. As each 
level breaks away, more opportunity for 
a unique view proposes itself no matter 
where the user is in the building. 
OPEN-AIR MARKET
The abandoned Macy’s is the tallest 
structure and will be opened up to create 
an open-air marketplace. The existing 
brick facade has to opportunity to allow 




























While the fi rst concept focused on what 
additions can be made to the mall, the 
second iteration focuses on what is 
existing and how to design by extruding 
or around it.  
The diagram on the right represents the 
extraction of the existing corridor to help 
break apart the large mass while the 
main structure is still in tact for tenant 
use. 
PROGRAM INTERACTION
Using the zoning created from program 
placement, where each zone interacts 
with one another, a unique interactive 




























After the corridor is taken away, the “program 
interaction zones” are enacted, and the 
building is split among new and existing 
retail, a new building mass is created to build 
upon. 
CONCEPT 3
With a mix between the fi rst and second 
concept, the third concept uses the 
existing mall context and adds what 
is needed for the given program and 
design. 































Providing access between fi rst and 
second fl oor retail and public access to the 
new green roof, a second fl oor walkway 
will be used as a connecting piece for the 
sites community. 
ROOFTOP TERRACE ADDITION
With an inclined ramp, terraced steps, and second 
fl oor walkway, the rooftop terrace has various 
moments for interaction and different moments 
of use. Where moments of education, relaxation, 






























Connection from Site to City
Planning Zones
Connected Network-Street Blocks
















































Ground Floor Second Floor
DN
DN













































The mixed-use residential buildings 
required semi-private access 
throughout the ground fl oor and 
second fl oor. This diagram represents 
the main circulation where the stairs 
are staggered to match the form of the 
building but requires security access 
to go above the second fl oor. This 
circulation is seen on three other ends 
of the building to allow ease of access 






























1. Emory/ Cafe Plaza - Similar to the 
third point of interest (POI), this area 
will provide a plaza for students and 
retail shoppers north of the site. The 
Creek trail will also run through this 
plaza, giving the trail users a place to 
rest or grab a refreshment along the 
way. 
2. Center Mall Plaza - Centrally located 
for retail shoppers, this plaza takes on 
the existing structure with exposed 
structural members and a large open 
puncture through the roof. Guests will 
mingle between fi rst and second fl oor 
retail/dining. Revitalizing what was 
once there. 
3. Public Open Space - This large 
open-air space will provide an area 
for gathering, offer vertical circulation 
to a green roof, as well as introduce a 
community center to the city around it. 
Similar to the fi rst POI, the Creek Trail 
will run through the open space and 
reconnect to the nature preserve south 
of the site. 
4. Green Roof/ Rooftop Terrace - 
Guests will have access either from 
a ramp following the curve of the 
building or a second story walkway 
attached to the retail. The Rooftop 
terrace is located on the south-
eastern building and should provide 
views of Stone Mountain (Located 
about 10 miles away). While providing 
entertainment, the terrace will also 
provide education with the green roof 
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“One of the primary advantages of older 
shopping malls is the communities that 
have grown around them”
-June Williamson and Dunham-Jones
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